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  This	  paper	  introduces	  ‘the	  stitchery	  collective’	  –	  a	  fashion	  based	  artist-­‐run-­‐initiative.	  First	  the	  paper	  overviews	  the	  collective’s	  broad	  mission	  (to	  use	  fashion	  for	  good)	  and	  outlines	  its	  operational	  status.	  It	  closes	  with	  a	  brief	  reflection	  on	  how	  ‘the	  stitchery	  collective’	  can	  be	  seen	  to	  contribute	  to,	  or	  align	  with,	  the	  field	  known	  as	  with	  social	  innovation.	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the	  stitchery	  collective	  is	  a	  fashion-­‐based	  artist-­‐run	  initiative.	  Founded	  in	  February	  2010	  the	  collective	  brings	  together	  creative	  practitioners	  from	  across	  an	  expanded	  field	  of	  fashion	  design	  practice	  to	  include	  emerging	  designers,	  dressmakers,	  costume	  makers,	  curators,	  illustrators	  and	  academics.	  	  While	  each	  of	  the	  members	  of	  the	  collective	  have	  their	  own	  practice	  or	  set	  of	  practices	  pertaining	  to	  their	  specific	  interests	  and	  skill	  sets,	  they	  are	  united	  through	  a	  shared	  commitment	  to	  a	  critical	  and	  ethical	  engagement	  with	  fashion	  amid	  broader	  social	  issues.	  	  While	  there	  is	  no	  dogma	  that	  proscribes	  what	  a	  ‘critical	  and	  ethical’	  engagement	  with	  fashion	  may	  look	  like	  the	  question	  of	  how	  such	  an	  engagement	  could	  	  	  be	  ‘enacted’	  is	  one	  of	  the	  key	  drivers	  of	  the	  collective’s	  development.	  	  Therefore,	  in	  exploring	  a	  robust	  ambivalence	  about	  fashion	  as	  a	  creative	  field	  the	  collective	  actively	  develops	  new	  models	  for	  both	  the	  production	  and	  consumption	  of	  fashion	  in	  the	  21st	  century.	  	  At	  the	  base	  of	  the	  desire	  to	  develop	  these	  new	  models	  is	  a	  shared	  acknowledgement	  of	  the	  murky	  ethical	  terrain	  that	  defines	  the	  broad	  field	  of	  fashion.	  Fashion	  is	  both	  a	  vast	  globalised	  industry	  with	  a	  poor	  track	  record	  in	  issues	  of	  environmental	  responsibility	  and	  treatment	  of	  its	  workers;	  and	  a	  cultural	  domain	  that	  symbolises	  excessive	  consumerism	  and	  an	  intensification	  of	  the	  value	  of	  being	  young,	  beautiful,	  and	  size	  10.	  	  However	  these	  overwhelmingly	  negative	  associations	  are	  tempered	  by	  the	  equally	  persuasive	  acknowledgement	  that	  dress,	  as	  a	  cultural	  practice	  is	  a	  conceptually	  and	  aesthetically	  rich	  terrain	  –	  one	  that	  is	  deeply	  symbolic	  of	  both	  personal	  and	  political	  beliefs.	  	  Therefore	  it	  is	  one	  of	  the	  goals	  of	  the	  stitchery	  collective	  to	  engage	  with	  both	  ‘fashion’	  and	  ‘dress’	  and	  to	  begin	  to	  re-­‐articulate	  the	  possibilities	  for	  both	  in	  the	  current	  commercial	  and	  cultural	  climate.	  	  	  It	  is	  important	  to	  note	  that	  the	  tone	  of	  this	  re-­‐articulation	  is	  often	  playful	  and	  ironic	  and	  that	  while	  the	  idea	  of	  ‘pretty	  clothes	  for	  pretty	  people’	  is	  one	  the	  collective	  rallies	  against	  –respect	  for	  the	  beauty,	  poetics	  and	  politics	  of	  getting	  dressed	  each	  day	  are	  very	  much	  at	  the	  centre	  of	  their	  project.	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Aside	  from	  the	  members’	  individual	  practices	  the	  stitchery	  collective	  works	  together	  to	  develop	  a	  program	  of	  workshops,	  exhibitions	  and	  creative	  projects	  that	  engage	  both	  the	  wider	  public	  and	  targeted	  community	  groups.	  The	  conceptual,	  aesthetic	  and	  intentional	  scope	  of	  these	  projects	  is	  broad.	  	  They	  include	  ‘consciousness	  raising’	  up-­‐cycling	  workshops	  -­‐	  a	  process	  which	  adds	  value	  (in	  the	  form	  of	  fashionable	  cachet)	  to	  fashion	  items	  sourced	  from	  second-­‐hand	  charity	  outlets;	  zero-­‐waste	  patternmaking	  workshops	  that	  address	  issues	  of	  environmental	  sustainability,	  fashion	  history	  and	  ‘appreciation’	  classes	  as	  well	  as	  projects	  and	  exhibitions	  that	  seek	  to	  highlight	  more	  subtle	  aesthetic	  dimensions	  of	  dress.	  In	  addition	  some	  projects	  involve	  partnering	  with	  specific	  members	  of	  the	  community	  and	  government	  bodies	  in	  a	  ‘service’	  role.	  	  Examples	  of	  these	  projects	  include	  Finery	  –	  a	  series	  of	  sewing	  workshops	  with	  members	  of	  Brisbane’s	  Karen	  community	  aimed	  at	  addressing	  issues	  of	  social	  isolation	  amongst	  newly	  arrived	  refugees.	  (October,	  2010);	  Art	  on	  the	  Body	  –	  a	  week	  long	  workshop	  with	  members	  of	  the	  Darnley	  Island	  Arts	  Centre	  geared	  towards	  helping	  the	  participants	  develop	  skills	  in	  clothing	  design	  and	  production	  (June	  2010);	  New	  Wave	  for	  Teens	  @	  GoMA	  –	  up-­‐cycling	  fashion	  design	  workshops	  for	  teens	  	  aimed	  at	  introducing	  teens	  to	  critical	  modes	  of	  engaging	  with	  fashion	  consumption	  (September,2010).	  http://thestitcherycollective.org.au/workshops.html	  	  The	  organisation	  has	  (at	  least)	  two	  operational	  axes.	  Broadly	  speaking	  one	  axis	  aligns	  with	  a	  1970s	  sense	  of	  the	  artist’s/craftsperson’s	  ‘collective’,	  the	  other	  with	  a	  more	  contemporary	  notion	  of	  ‘indie’	  models	  of	  cultural	  production.	  	  In	  both	  cases	  the	  maintenance	  of	  a	  creative	  and	  supportive	  environment	  for	  the	  members	  to	  develop	  their	  practices	  is	  a	  crucial	  factor	  and	  accordingly	  the	  collective	  shares	  resources	  (including	  a	  studio	  and	  exhibition	  space).	  The	  collective	  applies	  for	  and	  draws	  on	  public	  funding	  (it	  is	  currently	  partly	  funded	  through	  an	  Arts	  Queensland	  Artist	  Run	  Initiative	  grant	  scheme)	  and	  at	  the	  same	  time	  it	  develops	  ‘user-­‐pays’	  services	  to	  generate	  income	  for	  the	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members	  and	  the	  collective.	  	  In	  terms	  of	  governance	  the	  organisation	  is	  a	  Not	  for	  Profit	  Public	  company,	  decisions	  are	  made	  jointly	  via	  a	  number	  of	  organisational	  committees.	  	  At	  present	  only	  one	  of	  its	  members	  draws	  an	  on-­‐going	  (minimal)	  wage	  –	  although	  all	  members	  are	  paid	  for	  their	  contributions	  to	  the	  exhibition	  program.	  	  	  	  	  A	  third	  axis	  that	  defines	  the	  organisation	  is	  its	  relation	  with	  QUT.	  	  The	  stitchery	  collective	  has	  an	  educational	  genesis	  (all	  of	  its	  members	  have	  either	  studied	  or	  worked	  at	  QUT	  in	  the	  Creative	  Industries	  Faculty)	  and	  the	  group	  remain	  committed	  to	  disseminating	  their	  work	  via	  scholarly	  channels.	  	  In	  addition	  QUT	  provides	  on-­‐going	  in-­‐kind	  support	  for	  the	  organisation	  and	  the	  collective	  is	  currently	  partnering	  with	  QUT	  on	  “Fashioning	  Social	  Inclusion”	  funded	  through	  the	  University’s	  Engagement	  Innovation	  Scheme.	  	  Drawing	  on	  the	  wisdom	  set	  out	  in	  “Generating	  Social	  Innovation:	  setting	  an	  agenda,	  shaping	  methods	  and	  growing	  the	  field”	  the	  stitchery	  collective	  can	  be	  seen	  to	  align	  with	  characteristics	  associated	  with	  social	  innovation	  in	  the	  following	  ways.	  First	  its	  formation	  was	  around	  a	  set	  of	  people	  centred	  values	  (how	  to	  engage	  with	  fashion	  and	  maintain	  a	  moral	  position)	  and	  cultural	  values	  (how	  to	  re-­‐cast	  fashion	  as	  a	  ‘less	  bad’	  field	  of	  creative	  endeavour,	  one	  that	  sustains,	  inspires	  and	  connects	  individuals	  and	  communities).	  Second,	  its	  mission	  has	  a	  social	  imperative:	  at	  the	  heart	  of	  the	  stitchery	  collective	  is	  a	  desire	  to	  use	  creative	  fashion	  practice	  as	  platform	  to	  engage	  with	  and	  explore	  social	  issues	  such	  as	  cultural	  inclusion	  and	  diversity.	  Third,	  the	  stitchery	  collective	  operates	  across	  commercial	  and	  non-­‐commercial	  funding	  options	  and	  generates	  income	  through	  the	  provision	  of	  services	  and	  products	  that	  have	  both	  an	  educational	  and	  social	  function.	  	  While	  the	  organisation	  is	  still	  in	  early	  stages	  its	  potential	  to	  innovate	  hinges	  on	  its	  effectiveness	  in	  developing	  new	  models	  of	  fashion	  practice	  that	  are	  socially	  oriented,	  and	  environmentally	  responsible.	  
